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Abstract 
 
This paper seeks to construct a preliminary framework for considering change 
capability in public organisations.  The framework is based on the literature on 
dynamic capabilities, case studies of transformational change in the public sector, and 
research that addresses change capability directly.  The framework, which focuses on 
the people element of change, consists of four elements; creating collective response 
systems, mapping change, collective emotion management, and collective behaviour 
management.  The framework is preliminary.  The task is to devise propositions from 
the framework that may be tested. 
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Building change-capable public organisations 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Futurists suggest that the pace and complexity of change is increasing and will 
continue to increase (Canton, 2006).  This trend is reflected in concept labels 
appearing in the management and organisational studies literature.  For example, 
authors refer to high-velocity environments (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000) and 
hyperturbulent environments (McCann & Selsky, 1984; Selsky, Goes, & Ouz, 2007).  
In these complex and dynamic environments change becomes nonlinear and less 
predictable, consumer boundaries are blurred, successful business models are unclear, 
and stakeholders are ambiguous and shifting (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000: 1111; 
Teece, 2007). 
 
For managers of public organisations seeking to develop and maintain public 
organisations’ capacity to deliver services with fewer resources, the implications of 
operating in high-velocity environments are profound.  In broad terms, public 
managers need to be able to read the environment (e.g., the current and future 
aspirations of stakeholders), create flexible organisation designs (Shimizu & Hitt, 
2004; Siggelkow & Rivkin, 2005; Tushman & O Reilly, 1996) and, more importantly, 
build organisational capabilities aligned with realising external and internal 
stakeholder expectations. 
 
Moreover, in pursuing these tasks, public managers may not be able to rely on pre-
existing knowledge: in these environments extrapolating from past situations is less 
important than the ability to generate new context-specific knowledge (Argote, 1999; 
Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000).  In these environments, then, public managers may need 
to manipulate multiple levers including strategy and strategising, cultural values, 
structures to achieve performance improvement outcomes (Boyne, Martin, & Walker, 
2004). 
 
Yet, for the most part, public organisations are designed for stability and predictability 
rather than change and uncertainty (Schofield, 2001).  The shift for many public 
organisations is transformational.  Despite high aspirations, the report card on 
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effecting this shift is mixed (Maddock, 2002; Schofield, 2001; Stokes & Clegg, 2002).  
Participants invest energy in work environments which often breed mediocrity rather 
than high performance (Osborne & Gaebler, 1992).  Yet, when asked, people across 
the sector typically voice high aspirations linked to public service values. 
 
A core question, then, is how can public organisations develop long-term viability in 
the face of these continuing and increasing demands on their capacity and at the same 
time enact public service values? 
 
This paper addresses this question from the perspective of dynamic capabilities 
perspective (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; Helfat et al., 2007; Teece, 2007; Teece, 
Pisano, & Shuen, 1997), a perspective which has been given little attention in the 
public management literature (Pablo, Reay, Dewald, & Casebeer, 2007). 
 
In particular, the focus of this paper is on developing a preliminary framework for 
developing change-capability, a dynamic capability that underlies all others (Oxtoby, 
McGuiness, & Morgan, 2002).  The central argument of this paper is that the capacity 
to sustain the performance of public organisations over the longer term is related to 
the creation, nurturing and development of change capability. 
 
THEORETICAL CONTEXT 
 
In private sector strategy research, there has been an effort to explain how firms 
develop and sustain competitive advantage, particularly in rapidly changing 
environments (Helfat et al., 2007).  Three research paradigms have tended to drive 
research on this questions (Teece et al., 1997); competitive forces (Porter, 1980), 
strategic conflict (Shapiro, 1989), and efficiency-based approaches including the 
Resource-based view (Teece, 1984). 
 
In the latter perspective, explanations of sustainable competitive advantage revolve 
around the identification of unique resources that are valuable, rare, inimitable, and 
nonsubstitutable (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000).  Resources are those specific physical 
(e.g., specialised equipment, geographic location), human (e.g., expertise in 
chemistry), and organisational (e.g., superior sales force) assets that can be used to 
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implement value-creating strategies (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000).  Organisational 
resources will tend to be configured in a particular way and subject to inertia and path 
dependence. 
 
Recent research suggests that the resource-based view breaks down in dynamic 
environments (Teece et al., 1997).  The dynamic capabilities perspective is an 
emerging component of the resource-based view that seeks to explain sustainable 
competitive advantage in these dynamic environments (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; 
Helfat et al., 2007; Teece et al., 1997).  The core aim of the dynamic capabilities 
framework is to: 
Capture the key variables and relationships that need to be ‘manipulated’ to 
create, protect, and leverage intangible assets so as to achieve superior 
enterprise performance (Teece, 2007). 
 
And further that: 
Winners in the global marketplace have been firms that can demonstrate 
timely responsiveness and rapid and flexible product innovation, coupled with 
the management capability to effectively coordinate and redeploy internal and 
external competences (Teece et al., 1997) (515) 
 
Eisenhardt & Martin (2000) define dynamic capabilities as: 
The firm’s processes that use resources – specifically the processes to 
integrate, reconfigure, gain and release resources – to match and even create 
market change.  Dynamic capabilities thus are the organisational and 
strategic routines by which firms achieve new resource configurations as 
markets emerge, collide, split, evolve or die (1107). 
 
Eisenhardt & Martin identify several dynamic capabilities in the context of private 
sector organisations.  For example, dynamic capabilities to (a) integrate resources 
(e.g. product development routines and strategic decision making routines), and (b) 
reconfigure resources (e.g. transfer processes to copy, transfer resource allocation 
routines used to distribute scarce resources such as capital). 
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Eisenhardt & Martin identify three main characteristics of dynamic capabilities.  First, 
dynamic capabilities involve the creation of new, situation-specific knowledge. This 
occurs by engaging in experiential actions to learn quickly and thereby compensating 
for limited, relevant existing knowledge by rapidly creating new knowledge about the 
current situation (1112).  Second, they rely more on real-time information, cross-
functional relationships and intensive communication among those involved in the 
process and with the external market (1112).  Third, they are characterised by parallel 
consideration and often partial implementation (e.g. prototyping) of multiple options.   
 
Moreover, dynamic capabilities in dynamic environments tend, according to 
Eisenhardt & Martin, to be: 
Simple (not complicated), experiential (not analytic), and iterative (not 
linear) processes.  They rely on the creation of situation-specific 
knowledge that is applied in the context of simple boundary and 
priority-setting rules (1113). 
 
Public organisations require a range of dynamic capabilities.  Teece (2007) argues 
that dynamic capabilities can be disaggregated into the capacity (1) to sense and shape 
opportunities and threats, (2) to seize opportunities, and (3) to maintain 
competitiveness through enhancing, combining, protecting, and when necessary, 
reconfiguring the business enterprise’s intangible and tangible assets. 
 
The dynamic capabilities approach would seem to have the potential to contribute to a 
better understanding of how public managers might respond to dynamic and complex 
operating environments.  While the agenda of public organisations is not so much to 
sustain competitive advantage yet, in the face of public policy changes, public 
organisations need to be able to respond in ways that achieve intended policy 
outcomes.  The advantage of this approach is that it focuses on internal organisational 
responses.  It is acknowledged however that more needs to be done to frame the 
dynamic capabilities perspective from a public sector perspective. 
 
Moreover, the approach recognises that all organisations cannot do everything equally 
well; they cannot rise to every occasion (Teece et al., 1997).  The object is for leaders 
of public organisations to identify, cultivate and orchestrate those things the 
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organisation does do well.  In this way they will be able to exploit existing internal 
and external firm-specific competences to address changing environments (Teece et 
al., 1997:510). 
 
Strategic change as a core dynamic capability 
 
A core argument of this paper is that the capability to effect strategic change is a core 
dynamic capability and that building change-capable public organisations is 
significant priority.  However, at this point little attention has been given to 
developing change capability frameworks to permit research.  This paper provides a 
preliminary effort in this direction. 
 
Definitions of change typically suggest it is composed of three main elements, a 
current state, a desired future state, and a set of transition processes to shift from the 
current state to the desired future state (Beckhard & Harris, 1987).  Change is not a 
unitary concept.  Stace and Dunphy (2001) identify four types of change on a scale 
ranging from fine-tuning, incremental change, modular transformation, and corporate 
transformation.  The key issue is that each type of change or each change strategy 
makes unique demands on the organisation.  The focus in this paper is 
transformational change. 
 
The distinction between incremental and transformational change is important.  
Pascale (1999) argues that incremental change is appropriate when what you want is 
more of what you have already got (12).  In many public organisations the change 
management task is not to modify what exists but to effect change in organisational 
fundamentals, particularly in organisational mental models and cultural beliefs and to 
be able to so more quickly than was the case previously.  Organisational members 
must be able to realise desired outcomes and simultaneously enhance their ability to 
do it better the next time. 
 
For the purposes of this paper, change capability, consistent the concept of dynamic 
capability perspective, will be defined as the ability to sustainably integrate, 
reconfigure, gain and release resources to ensure alignment with changing 
organisational environments. 
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 THE STATE OF CHANGE-CAPABILITY 
 
What can be said about the state of change capability of public organisations?  The 
evidence for current change capability in public organisations is mixed.  In broad 
terms the estimate across the last 20 years is that 70% of change efforts fail (Porras & 
Robertson, 1992).  For the most part these studies focused on single change initiatives 
rather than sustainable capacity for change across time.  At the very least, it can be 
argued that there is a need for greater change capable organisations.  As indicated 
earlier, however, little attention has been given to this concept in the literature 
(Oxtoby et al., 2002). 
 
Case studies on efforts to transform public organisations provide some insight into the 
efficacy of transformational change in public organisations.  The coverage of the 
literature is selective yet the review identifies some of the key issues that would need 
to be addressed in a change capability framework. 
 
Maddock’s (2002) assessment of efforts to modernise the UK NHS provides insight 
into required elements of change capability.  Maddock essentially argues that there is 
a disconnect between the desired future state and the transition processes expected to 
bring this desired state about.  In particular, she argues that: 
There is a tendency in national government to think radical and act 
conservative.  The Labour government, in its modernization policies, appears 
to be genuine in its desire for social inclusion and real change, but the 
thinking about how to persuade people to engage with this process is ill 
thought out. 
 
Maddock suggests new government initiatives will fail unless  
Managers and policy makers stop talking about new schemes and begin to 
focus on supporting the people who can really make a difference, public sector 
staff and the public themselves …. the problem is how to do this and how to 
overcome the huge professional and cultural gulfs between stakeholders, 
particularly between public sector staff and policy makers (13). 
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Moreover, Maddock argues that public sector change has tended to rely on closed 
systems thinking and a belief in the risk-free solution and on financial levers, 
restructuring and directives rather than acknowledging the need for new relationships 
and active citizens in change (14). 
 
In summing up her assessment, Maddock identifies six barriers to modernisation: (a) 
poor relationships with stakeholders, (b) poor leadership by local politicians who have 
a vested interest in the continuation of risk-free cultures; and by executives who do 
not understand how to involve staff, (c) structural top down change levers and 
narratives obscure emergent practices, (d) transactional management (rather than a 
systems approach) and a focus on outputs and targets, which run counter to 
developing new relationships, and inappropriate performance management, (e) risk 
averse and gender cultures, and (f) the Enlightenment legacy and the need for a 
transforming social philosophy to support those who are developing new practices. 
 
Thompson (1999) provides a review of the U.S. National Performance Review’s 
reinvention lab program.  He argues that frequently those who study administrative 
reform suggest it rarely "works" as intended by its sponsors.  When the focus is on 
specific reinvention labs, on the other hand, Thompson concludes that substantial 
success has been achieved. 
 
Thompson explains this result by asking whether and to what extent large 
organizations and the behaviours of those therein can be shaped according to the 
intentions of one or more actors, or alternatively, whether change proceeds according 
to certain "natural processes" substantially immune to human interference. 
 
He concludes that reinvention lab program successes are a function of those involved 
having successfully devised a means of "amplifying" change processes in ways 
congruent with their reform objectives rather than a top-down change blueprint. 
 
Schofield (2001) addresses the issue of the persistence of bureaucracy despite two 
decades of ideological and structural reforms in the public sector.  The findings of 
research conducted in the British National Health Service suggest that bureaucracy is 
both useful and durable because it means that governments can rely upon the 
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obedience of bureaucrats. In turn, it is suggested that this obedience is a function of 
bureaucratic vocation, the protection of professional reputation and a form of 
instrumental motivation. 
 
Stokes & Clegg (2002) question the efficacy of transformational interventions in the 
context of efforts to transform a large Australian public organisation.  In terms of the 
definition of change provided in the previous section, Stokes and Clegg seem to 
suggest that the issue is the relationship between the current state and the desired 
future state. 
 
In particular, they found that sedimented bureaucratic principles and innovative 
'enterprising' freedom produce new power games around contradictory and unresolved 
dualisms.  Neither reform hopes nor liberal anxieties are supported: instead, we 
identify continuing points for pressure in the organizational politics of bureaucratic 
reform: 
Bureaucratic reform does not introduce the effects claimed for liberal 
governance.  Instead, we observe that reform can create an unaccountable 
and personally politicized elite and a demoralized workforce, where some 
senior members engage in a capricious struggle for power and others struggle 
for remnants of bureaucratic meaning. 
 
And further that: 
Organizations are deeply sedimented historic entities with methods and 
identities steeped in their ontogenesis. Thus, any programme of radical reform 
is less likely to create a new harmony of principle than a contradiction 
between what is embeddedly valuable and what is now valued but not yet 
embedded (232). 
 
It is not possible to draw definitive conclusions from these data.  However, these data 
do provide some insight into the change management problems that must be 
considered in any change capability framework.  The next section seeks to address 
those studies that have focused specifically on the concept of change capability. 
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THEORIES OF CHANGE CAPABILITY 
 
The previous section examined, selectively, case studies of change in public 
organisations with a view to identifying those factors that appear to contribute to 
successful and less than successful change.  Those cases gave some indication of 
prescriptions that may well contribute to the construction of a change capability 
framework for public organisation.  In this section the theoretical and empirical work 
specifically on change capability is reviewed.  The object of this review is not to 
describe studies in detail, but to determine the underpinning logic.  Much of this work 
comes from the private sector.  Very little attention has been given to this issue in the 
public management literature; which is surprising given its apparent importance. 
 
Beer (1999) and his colleagues argues that the key element of change capability is a 
leadership process that they refer to as Organisational Fitness Profiling.  In this view 
change capability is more likely if organisational members can generate a valid image 
of how the organisation is out of alignment.  Formally, Beer defines Organisational 
Fitness Profiling is defined as: 
An action learning process by which a leader and his or her top team can assess 
how well organisational behaviour and design and their own behaviour as leaders 
fit the strategy and values espoused by them (137) 
 
The process involves the top team selecting an employee task force with members one 
or two levels below the top team.  After appropriate preparation, this team engages in 
data collection, data analysis, and data feedback, warts and all, to the top team.  The 
focus is very much on valid data, data free of the distortions that interferes with 
conclusions about the current state of the organisation.  To facilitate this outcome, the 
change team interview a relatively large number of people across the organisation.  A 
model of organisational effectiveness guides data collection and analysis. 
 
Beer and his colleagues have identified a set of blockages that tend to impede 
successful change across organisations studied to this point: (a) unclear strategy and 
conflicting priorities, (b) an ineffective top team, (c) a top-down or laissez-faire 
leadership style by the general manager, (d) poor coordination and teamwork across 
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key interfaces, (e) poor vertical communication; and (f) inadequate management and 
leadership skills and development throughout the organisation. 
 
Worley & Lawler (2006) argue that organisation design is the key to building a 
change-capable organisation.  The framing of this design process is not unlike that of 
Beer, at least in concept.  Specifically, Worley & Lawler argue that: 
The effectiveness of change efforts is largely determined by organisational 
design, or how a company’s structure, processes, reward systems and other 
features are orchestrated over time to support one another as well as the 
company’s intent, identity and capabilities (19). 
 
According to Worley & Lawler a built-to-change organisation involves (a) managing 
talent in that instead of telling employees what their jobs are, built-to-change 
organisations encourage people to find out what needs to be done; they seek 
individuals who like change and are quick learners (19), (b) utilise a variety of 
reward practices, including person-based pay, (c) adopt flexible and re-configurable 
organisational structures – in particular they seek to maximise the ‘surface area’ of the 
organisation by connecting as many employees as possible with the external 
environment, (d) deploy profit centres and activity-based costing (22), and (f) 
executives practice shared leadership. 
 
Meyer & Stensaker (2006) argue that a significant failing in much of the existing 
change literature is the focus on individual change events and in the process ignoring 
the potential adverse effects of these change events on current operations and on 
subsequent change initiatives.  This is one of the few studies that has sought to 
consider the relationship between current change and future changes. 
 
Meyer & Stensaker define change capacity in terms of three inter-related capabilities; 
the capability to maintain daily operations, the capability to implement a single 
change and the capability to implement subsequent changes 
We define change capacity as the allocation and development of change and 
operational capabilities that sustains long term performance.  This implies 
that the potential adverse effects on daily operations and subsequent change 
processes is outweighed by the positive effects on subsequent change process.  
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Hence, while implementation of change only can have adverse effects on daily 
operations, the particular change initiative can have negative or positive 
effects on the subsequent change processes (220) 
 
In this context, Meyer & Stensaker analyse selected prescriptions for managing 
change in the light of effect on current operations and future change processes.  The 
prescriptions considered are framing, participation, pacing and sequencing, 
routinising, and recruiting.  They conclude that prescriptions vary in their influence on 
daily operations and subsequent change – in particular, routinizing change and 
recruiting new permanent or temporary personnel positively influence daily 
operations and subsequent changes while framing, participation, pacing and 
sequencing do not. 
 
Oxtoby, McGuiness & Morgan (2002) argue that building change capability requires 
what they refer to as a process-model symbiosis (310).  It is not just a model of change 
capability that is required but the process by which the model of change is developed 
for each organisation.  Essentially they argue that to achieve change it is necessary to 
view organisations as different in some respects and similar in others.  They employ a 
Listen-Interpret-Translate-Transfer (LITT) process to identify the unique contribution 
of local factors to successful change. 
 
On the basis of qualitative research into eleven organisations in the UK automotive 
supply sector, Oxtoby et al identify a twelve-phase model of change and three 
ingredients common to all stages: (1) incorporate existing best practice, (2) network, 
internally and externally, and (3) involve all employees. 
 
The failure to think systemically is also offered to explain the lack of capability to 
effect change successfully (Mitroff, 1998; Mitroff & Linstone, 1993).  This lack of 
systemic thinking is reflected in a tendency to try to solve the wrong problem 
precisely (Mitroff, 1998).  Solving the wrong problem precisely is reflected in (1) 
picking the wrong stakeholders: involving only a small set of stakeholders in the 
formulation of a problem; ignoring other stakeholders and especially their reaction, 
(2) selecting too narrow a set of options: selecting a limited set of problem solving 
options; not considering a broader set of options, (3) phrasing the problem incorrectly: 
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using a narrow set of disciplines, business functions, or variables in which to express 
the basic nature of a problem, (4) setting the boundaries/scope of a problem too 
narrowly: drawing the boundaries or scope of a problem too narrowly; not being 
inclusive enough, (5) failing to think systemically: focusing on part of a problem 
instead of the whole system; focusing on the wrong part; ignoring the connection 
between parts and wholes. 
 
Boyne, Martin & Walker (2004) implicitly argue that change capability in public 
organisations is a learning process and that change capability is more likely if change 
leaders make their change logic explicit.  Clarifying the relationship among 
interventions (strategy content and process, structure, culture) and desired 
performance improvement facilitates testing of this logic.  Presumably, through 
testing and learning, subsequent performance improvements are more likely to be 
achieved.  Specifically, they argue, in the context of the Best Value regime in UK 
local government that: 
Improvements sought by public management reforms are more likely to be 
identifiable and replicable if their theoretical basis is closely articulated and 
the implicit assumptions that have shaped reforms are made explicit.  This 
enables the potential consequences of programmes to me more clearly mapped 
prior to their adoption, and their impacts to be evaluated during and after 
programme implementation (190). 
 
King & Wright (2007) report their experience of developing, across a six-year period 
change capability in an international US energy company.  They argue that urgency-
driven mentality that guides much organisational change ignores the effect on 
employees who may feel helpless and left to fend for themselves (57).  They identify 
four key components of building change capability: (1) establishing an enterprise 
wide change management framework, (2) change management training curriculum, 
(3) change management coaching and consulting support, and (4) change agent 
networks. 
 
Karp (2004) argues that change capability is an outcome of integrating an ‘inside-out’ 
positive organisational scholarship perspective with an ‘outside-in’ future perspective.  
The inside-out focuses on determining the positive aspirations of organisational 
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members.  It is not only people at the top who have the ambition and aspirations to 
create a better organisation.  People across the organisation typically have such 
aspirations though these are often frustrated (Maddock, 2002; Osborne & Gaebler, 
1992).  The inside-out perspective seeks to identify these aspirations and then project 
them into an image of the future as organisational members would view it. 
 
The ‘outside-in’ perspective focuses on developing, typically through scenarios, 
alternative images of the future based on environmental scanning focused on 
identifying trends, opportunities and threats in the environment.  The scenario 
building process gives rise to a set of alternative and plausible images of the future.  
These alternative images of the future are tested against the aspired to future 
identified in the inside-out process. 
 
A concept that would seem to have some potential for achieving a better 
understanding of change capability is Bandura’s (1997) concept of Collective efficacy 
a group's shared belief in its conjoint capabilities to organise and execute the courses 
of action required to produce given levels of attainment (477). 
 
The core idea here is that organisational members should not only possess 
organisational change capability but also have positive beliefs in their ability to 
overcome barriers and reach the desired change outcomes.  At the individual level, 
Bandura has used a sports analogy to explain this concept.  Imagine two sportspersons 
both equally skilled and capable of winning, say, a gold medal at the Olympics.  
However, assume that these two people differ in their level of confidence in their 
ability to win the medal.  Bandura argues that the person with high efficacy beliefs is 
likely to win over the person with low efficacy beliefs. 
 
This idea can be extrapolated to organisational change.  Imagine an organisation in 
which organisational members can be heard saying this organisation can’t change, this 
organisation doesn’t know how to change.  If organisational members do not have 
high collective change management efficacy, it reduces the likelihood of the 
organisation changing successfully.  The notion of collective efficacy is likely, then, 
to play an important role in a change capability framework. 
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In summary, the literature on change capability is very much undeveloped.  More 
attention has been given to the management of particular changes rather than 
identifying those elements that constitute change capability.  It has been viewed as an 
action learning process, an organisational design process, the capability to manage 
particular changes, daily operations and subsequent changes.  The next section seeks 
to extrapolate from the earlier discussion to identify, in a preliminary way, the key 
elements of a change capability framework. 
 
CHARACTERISTICS OF A NEW CHANGE CAPABILITY 
 
The previous section reviewed the literature on change capability.  This section seeks 
to integrate the discussion of the last two sections and extract a tentative change 
capability framework.  It is recognised that this framework is in an early stage of 
development yet, as the discussion in the previous sections has revealed, the concept 
of change capability has been given little attention in the public management 
literature. 
 
The framework considered here has four main elements; (1) the ability to create 
collective response systems, (2) the ability to collectively map change, (3) the ability 
to collectively manage emotion, and (4) the ability to manage collective behaviour. 
 
Creating collective response systems 
 
A key, though frequently implicit theme in the research reviewed in the previous 
section is the suggestion that the capacity to develop a collective rather than parochial 
organisational response system (or larger scale organisational field).  In many respects 
the scope of change capability is greater than for other dynamic capabilities in that 
most, if not all, organisational members are affected by transformational change.  
Moreover, reconfiguring resources relies on organisational members having some 
connection with the organisation.  It is assumed that this connection increases the 
likelihood that organisational members will proactively look for ways of 
implementing change. 
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The change literature has tended to give too much emphasis to the role of small 
groups of change leaders; the heroic perspective on change leadership, a view that is 
subject to increasing criticism (Beer, 1999; Karp, 2004).  In this view, one of the 
critical tasks of these change leaders is to persuade everyone else to comply with 
change edicts. 
 
The literature reviewed above suggests the need for a much more inclusive view of 
responsibility for change (Beer, 1999; Karp, 2004; Maddock, 2002).  There needs to 
be large-scale involvement of people in the change process.  I do not underrate the 
difficulty of devising processes that enable such participation.  For example, Maddock 
is critical of the lack of people skills or strategies for engaging those people who will 
ensure the successful implementation of the change agenda.  However, she does not 
provide much guidance on how this might be done. 
 
Moreover, Meyer & Stensaker (2006) suggest that involving organisational members 
may not be conducive to successfully implementing successive changes, particularly 
if the demands of change interfere with daily operations and lead to change fatigue.  
Nevertheless, there are emerging social technologies, labelled large-group 
interventions aimed at achieving this outcome (Bunker & Alban, 1997; Coghlan, 
1998). 
 
Investing in organisational social capital is another means of developing collective 
response systems.  Leana and Van Buren (1999) define organisational social capital as 
a resource reflecting the character of social relations within the firm (538).  
Furthermore, organisational social capital is realised through members' levels of 
collective goal orientation and shared trust, which create value by facilitating 
collective action (538). 
 
They identify two main components of organisational social capital: (1) associability 
or the willingness and ability of participants in an organization to subordinate 
individual goals and associated actions to collective goals and actions (541), and (2) 
trust, particularly resilient trust (rather than fragile trust) which is based on stronger 
and more numerous links between the organisation and its members (541).  Resilient 
trust, they argue, can survive the occasional transaction in which benefits and costs 
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are not equilibrated.  Resilient trust is not calculative but tends to be based on 
experience with the other parties and/or beliefs about their moral integrity.  It builds 
"reciprocity norms" (543). 
 
The concept of internal and external boundaries helps clarify the dynamics that inhibit 
collective action on change initiatives (Ancona & Caldwell, 2004; Kerosuo & 
Engestrom, 2003; Scholes & Vaughan, 2002).  Boundaries pervade organisations and 
organisation sets.  Organisational members are differentiated on many criteria 
including function, project, qualifications, status, rank and so on.  These divisions, 
while a necessary component of division of labour, also create sub-cultures and inter-
cultural relations.  Inter-cultural or inter-group relations create the potential for 
competition and conflict. 
 
The issue is the tendency for organisational members to identify with their own group 
and to develop us versus them relations with other groups, a phenomenon addressed 
by social identity theory and its variants (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner & Giles, 
1981).  The issue is not to suggest that in-group identification will not occur, it is 
facilitating the capacity of organisational members to recategorise themselves in terms 
of the organisation rather than an organisational sub-unit.  In this context, others have 
suggested the need for boundary-less organisations (Ashkenas, 1999; Cross, Yan, & 
Louis, 2000). 
 
Change and organisational history would also appear to be a key element in 
developing a change capability framework.  Meyer & Stensaker’s (2006) tripartite 
model of change capability discussed earlier underpins this view.  The organisation’s 
change history may well involve both successful and less than successful change 
experiences.  Oxtoby et al suggest that change models should be built on the prior 
positive experience of organisational members, that is, incorporate existing best 
practice (313).  Meyer & Stensaker argue that it is necessary to examine the 
relationship among past changes, current operations, and subsequent changes to 
determine its effect on the capacity of the organisational members to enact change 
successfully. 
 
 18
Recognition of the uniqueness of each organisation and their similarity with other 
organisations also needs to be incorporated into a change capability framework 
(Oxtoby et al., 2002).  Each organisation will have a unique set of experiences with 
change and, more than likely, have developed their own language for describing and 
interpreting these changes.  Greater collective ownership of and responsibility for 
change would seem to be more likely if this unique experience and language were 
captured in explaining and implementing change. 
 
It would be inappropriate to suggest that a collective response capability is conflict-
free.  Conflict and competition are important elements of collective response systems 
as cooperation and collaboration (Mintzberg, 1991).  Organisational members need to 
accept and be able to manage conflict appropriately.  In some public organisations 
that may well mean reducing dysfunctional conflict.  In others it may mean creating 
more opportunities for appropriate conflict (Dent, 1992).  For example, it may mean 
encouraging principled dissent from lower levels in the organisation in their 
relationships with those at the top.  It may also mean developing capabilities in 
dialogue, the capacity to suspend judgement and to listen actively to what is being 
communicated (Jacobs & Heracleous, 2005). 
 
In summary, the change-capable organisation depends on the cooperation and 
collaboration of most if not all organisational members and at the same time to 
manage internal competition/conflict.  The pessimistic view is that organisations are 
essentially political arenas in which individuals and groups are acting to advance their 
own agendas frequently at the expense of other individuals or groups.  In this 
perspective collectivity is unlikely.  The optimistic view is that organisational 
members can identify with what an organisation is trying to achieve and to coordinate 
their actions with others to facilitate the realisation of desired organisational 
outcomes. 
 
The change-capable organisation is, then, one that (a) can employ large-group 
processes that allow the active engagement of those affected by change, (b) invests in 
building organisational social capital (associability and resilient trust), (c) manages 
boundaries and organisational identification processes, (d) acknowledges the best and 
worst of the organisation’s change history, (e) celebrates the unique strengths of the 
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organisation, and (f) accepts functional conflict as a necessary part of creating 
successful change. 
 
Mapping change 
 
A theme in the literature reviewed earlier suggests that change capability requires the 
ability to map the current state, map the desired future state, map the transition 
processes for shifting from the current to the desired future state and map the inter-
relationships among current state, desired future state, and transition processes.  The 
literature reviewed earlier suggests differences in emphasis in this mapping process.  
Some authors focused on the current state, others emphasised the future state, and 
others the transition processes. 
 
For example, Beer’s (1999) work on Organisational Fitness Profiling gave more 
emphasis to determining the current state.  Mapping the present state, defined in terms 
of misalignments, requires the ability to capture valid data about both strengths and 
weaknesses of the current resource configuration and being able to feedback these 
data non-defensively. 
 
Karp’s (2004) work on the other hand gave more emphasis to mapping the future state 
and much less emphasis on the current state, at least the current state defined in terms 
of current deficits in organisational functioning.  Karp advocates a construction of the 
future state by drawing on both the aspirations and ambitions of organisational 
members on the one hand and scenarios based on environmental scanning on the 
other. 
 
Other authors focused on mapping transition processes, particularly failings in 
mapping transition.  For example, Maddock’s discussion of transition management 
failings in the UK NHS in which change leaders failed to get the engagement of the 
people whose cooperation was required to successfully implement change, a failure 
attributed to inadequate people management skills.  Moreover, Maddock argued that 
there is typically an over-reliance on realising desired outcomes through structural 
change. 
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Mapping change also requires adopting a systems view of organisations and 
organisational fields (Mitroff, 1998; Mitroff & Linstone, 1993).  Systems views tend 
to focus on the inter-relationships among organisational elements.  Senge’s work on 
organisational learning has adopted this approach (Senge, 1990). 
 
Another dimension of the mapping process is organisational members’ belief in their 
capability to realise the future state, given the current state, that is their collective 
efficacy (Bandura, 1997), a concept discussed in the previous section. 
 
In summary, the evidence suggests the need to map change, that is, the current state, 
the desired future state, and the transition processes for shifting from current to 
desired future state.  There appears not to be a comprehensive model of this mapping 
process available and more work is required to develop this process. 
 
Collective emotion management 
 
Transformational change is emotion-charged and the emotional states associated with 
change are often portrayed as negative; people are generally thought to have negative 
attitudes toward change, they resist change (Zell, 2003), they feel anxious and fearful 
in the face of contradiction and paradox (Lewis, 2000), they feel threatened and 
embarrassed (Argyris, 1990), they are cynical (Wanous, Reichers, & Austin, 2000) , 
they experience grief (Zell, 2003), they finger-point, attribute blame and are political 
(Stokes & Clegg, 2002).  Moreover, they feel incompetent as they face discontinuous 
demands on their capabilities (Reger, Gustafson, Demarie, & Mullane, 1994).  It is 
difficult to conceive of any effort by organisational leaders to reconfigure their 
resources that is emotionally neutral. 
 
For the most part, emotions are placed in the too-hard basket.  All reactions may very 
well be categorised as resistance and justify secretive change management policies 
that tend to feed the very reactions these policies are designed to avoid.  Moreover, 
the stereotypic public organisation is emotionally neutral, the system of control 
focuses on ‘rationality’.  A search of PMR, for example, revealed only three 
references to emotion in public organisations. 
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Any change capability must, therefore, find an explicit place for emotion and the 
management of emotion.  The intent of the concept of emotion management is not to 
suggest that people will not or should not react negatively to change.  The intent is 
that change capability must include avenues for organisational members to express 
emotion appropriately; expression that is linked to specific change issues 
 
In much of the literature on change capability reviewed earlier, emotion was 
addressed implicitly.  Beer’s (1999) work on Organisational Fitness Profiling 
involved a process for negating defensive reactions.  Maddock argued that those 
seeking to change the public sector should develop people skills to positively engage 
people in change implementation.  It is noteworthy, however, that Meyer & Stensaker 
argued that involvement of people across changes may lead to change fatigue.  The 
effect of excessive change on organisational members is a growing area for research 
(Evans, 1992; Stensaker, Meyer, Falkenberg, & Haueng, 2001). 
 
Low levels of change capability tend to breed cynicism.  Wanous Reichers & Austin 
(2000) have elaborated the concept of cynicism about organisational change (CAOC) 
which they define as a: 
Pessimistic viewpoint about change efforts being successful because those 
responsible for making change are blamed for being unmotivated, 
incompetent, or both (133). 
 
A change capability framework also needs to address the issue of defensive routines.  
Argyris’ (Argyris, 1985) argues that organisations develop defensive routines that 
operate to protect people from feeling threat and embarrassment, particularly in the 
context of complex organisational problems.  These routines can be productive or 
counterproductive.  Argyris suggests that defensive routines are: 
Thoughts and actions used to protect individuals’, groups’, and organisations’ 
usual ways of dealing with reality.  They are counterproductive when, in order 
to protect, they inhibit learning – especially that learning about how we 
reduce the basic threat in the first place.  Defensive routines are productive 
when they protect the present level of competence without inhibiting learning 
(5) 
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Several strategies for managing emotions have been suggested.  For example, it has 
been proposed that fostering open communication and, in particular, allowing 
principled dissent (Graham, 1986) facilitates positive engagement rather than 
defensive reactions.  Principled dissent is an organisational dissent, a protest and/or 
effort to change the organisational status quo because of a conscientious objection to 
current policy or practice. 
 
Some researchers advocate the creation of psychological safety (Edmondson, 1999).  
Psychological safety is a shared belief held by members of a team that the team is safe 
for interpersonal risk taking-and models the effects of team psychological safety and 
team efficacy together on learning and performance in organisational work teams.  
There are also advocates for building organisational emotional intelligence (Huy, 
1999) as a way of helping organisational members and establishing norms allowing 
the open expression of emotion (Bartunek & Reid, 1992). 
 
In summary, the emotional dimension of change is given little explicit attention in the 
public management literature, despite its potential for both facilitating and hindering 
change.  A change capability framework needs to incorporate this dimension 
explicitly.  This section has identified tentative strategies for inclusion in this 
framework. 
 
Managing collective behaviour 
 
Change capability must incorporate an ability to create, sustain and reinforce 
behaviour consistent with the change initiatives.  Little explicit attention has been 
given to this issue in the literature.  Much of the literature on change assumes that 
collective and participative planning of change, by itself, will produce sustained 
behaviour change.  This idea ignores the fact that human beings are imperfectly self-
regulating.  Individuals, with the best of intentions, may act in ways contrary to the 
change agenda and not be aware of it. 
 
Argyris & Schon (1996) describe this dynamic in terms of the distinction between 
espoused theory (what people say they do) and theory-in-use (the theory that 
underpins the design of actual behaviour).  Observers of others behaviour are 
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typically well aware of the difference between what people say they do and what they 
actually do.  Indeed, in the context of change, organisational members tend to monitor 
the behaviour of top-level managers to determine to what extent they practice what 
they preach and use this information to determine to what extent they should modify 
their own behaviour in line with espoused change (Balogun & Johnson, 2004; 
Labianca, Gray, & Brass, 2000). 
 
Alternatively, it is assumed that structural change will produce and sustain desired 
behaviour, an assumption that has been the focus of some criticism (Maddock, 2002).  
Certainly, structural change has the potential to change behaviour, though it seems 
less likely, by itself, to produce collective behaviour change. 
 
In addition, much attention is given to training programs as the means of developing 
and sustaining new behaviour.  The core assumption of this approach is typically to 
learn then do.  However, the transfer or behaviour from the training environment to 
the workplace is a perennial problem.  Behaviour learned in training is subject to 
regression to more familiar behaviours.  Learning as organisational members engage 
with organisational change may well provide better people and organisational 
outcomes (Orlikowski, 1996). 
 
Other human resource management systems are also employed to effect and sustain 
behaviour change, for example, performance management systems, career 
management systems.  However, there is often a lag between change and the 
implementation of these systems.  Moreover, the human resource management 
function is not always invited to participate at the strategic level in the management of 
change, leading to incongruence between desired behaviour and the systems expected 
to support it. 
 
New behaviour is also subject to regression.  Collective behaviour change is more 
likely if organisational members mutually reinforce desired behaviour and confront 
behaviour that is inconsistent with the change agenda in the context of efforts to 
implement change (Weick, 2000).  There is some evidence to support this view 
(Thompson, 1999). 
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CONCLUSION 
 
This paper has sought to construct a preliminary framework for considering change 
capability in public organisations.  The framework is based on the literature on 
dynamic capabilities, case studies of transformational change in the public sector, and 
research that addresses change capability directly.  The framework, which focuses on 
the people element of change, consists of four elements; creating collective response 
systems, mapping change, collective emotion management, and collective behaviour 
management.  The framework is preliminary.  The task is to devise propositions from 
the framework that may be tested. 
 25
References 
 
Ancona, D. G., & Caldwell, D. F. (2004). Making teamwork work: Boundary 
management in product development teams. In M. L. Tushman & P. Anderson 
(Eds.), Managing strategic innovation and change (2nd. ed., pp. 432-440). 
New York: Oxford University Press. 
Argote, L. (1999). Organizational learning: Creating, retaining and transferring 
knowledge. Boston, MA: Kluwer Academic. 
Argyris, C. (1985). Strategy, change, and defensive routines. Boston: Pitman. 
Argyris, C. (1990). Overcoming organizational defenses: Facilitating organizational 
learning. Needham Heights: Allyn and Bacon. 
Argyris, C., & Schon, D. A. (1996). Organizational learning: A theory of action 
perspective (2nd. ed.). Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley. 
Ashkenas, R. (1999). Creating the boundaryless organization. Business Horizons, 
42(5), 5-10. 
Balogun, J., & Johnson, G. (2004). Organizational restructuring and middle manager 
sensemaking. Academy of Management Journal, 47(4), 523-549. 
Bartunek, J. M., & Reid, R. D. (1992). The role of conflict in a second order change 
attempt. In D. M. Kolb & J. M. Bartunek (Eds.), Hidden conflict in 
organizations: Uncovering behind-the-scenes disputes (pp. 116-142). 
Newbury Park: Sage. 
Beckhard, R., & Harris, R. T. (1987). Organizational transitions: Managing complex 
change (2nd. ed.). Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley. 
Beer, M. (1999). Leading learning and learning to lead: An action learning approach 
to developing organizational fitness. In J. A. Conger, G. M. Spreitzer & E. E. 
Lawler III (Eds.), The leader's change handbook: An essential guide to setting 
direction and taking action (pp. 127-161). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 
Boyne, G. A., Martin, S., & Walker, R. (2004). Explicit reforms, implicit theories and 
public service improvement. Public Management Review, 6(2), 189-210. 
Bunker, B. B., & Alban, B. T. (1997). Large group interventions: Engaging the whole 
system for rapid change. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 
Canton, J. (2006). The extreme future: The top trends that will reshape the world for 
the next 5, 10 and 20 years. New York: Dutton. 
Coghlan, D. (1998). The process of change through interlevel dynamics in a large-
group intervention for a religious organization. Journal of Applied Behavioral 
Science, 34(1), 105-119. 
Cross, R. L., Yan, A., & Louis, M. R. (2000). Boundary activities in 'boundaryless' 
organizations: A case study of a transformation to a. Human Relations, 53(6), 
841-868. 
Dent, J. F. (1992). Reality in the making: A study of organizational transformation. 
International Studies of Management & Organization, 21(4), 23-36. 
Edmondson, A. (1999). Psychological safety and learning behavior in work teams. 
Administrative Science Quarterly, 44(2), 350-383. 
Eisenhardt, K. M., & Martin, J. A. (2000). Dynamic capabilities: What are they? 
Strategic Management Journal, 21(10/11), 1105. 
Evans, P. A. L. (1992). Balancing continuity and change: The constructive tension in 
individual and organizational development. In S. Srivastva & R. E. Fry (Eds.), 
Executive and organizational continuity: Managing the paradoxes of stability 
and change. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 
 26
Graham, J. W. (1986). Principled organizational dissent: A theoretical essay. 
Research in Organizational Behavior, 8, 1-52. 
Helfat, C. E., Finkelstein, S., Peteraf, M. A., Singh, H., Teece, D. J., & Winter, S. G. 
(2007). Dynamic capabilities: Understanding strategic change in 
organizations. Malden, MA: Blackwell. 
Huy, Q. N. (1999). Emotional capability, emotional intelligence, and radical change. 
Academy of Management Review, 24(2), 325-345. 
Jacobs, C. D., & Heracleous, L. T. (2005). Answers for questions to come: reflective 
dialogue as an enabler of strategic innovation. Journal of Organizational 
Change Management, 18(4), 338-352. 
Karp, T. (2004). Learning the steps of the dance of change: improving change 
capabilities by integrating futures studies and positive organisational 
scholarship. Foresight : the Journal of Futures Studies, Strategic Thinking and 
Policy, 6(6), 349-355. 
Kerosuo, H., & Engestrom, Y. (2003). Boundary crossing and learning in creation of 
new work practice. Journal of Workplace Learning, 15(7/8), 345. 
King, S. B., & Wright, M. (2007). Building internal change management capability at 
Constellation Energy. Organization Development Journal, 25(2), 57-62. 
Labianca, G., Gray, B., & Brass, D. J. (2000). A grounded model of organizational 
schema change during empowerment. Organization Science, 11(2), 235-257. 
Leana, C. R., & Van Buren III, H. J. (1999). Organizational social capital and 
employment practices. Academy of Management Review, 24(3), 538-555. 
Lewis, M. W. (2000). Exploring paradox: Toward a more comprehensive guide. 
Academy of Management Review, 25(4), 760-776. 
Maddock, S. (2002). Making modernisation work:  New narratives, change strategies 
and people management in the public sector. The International Journal of 
Public Sector Management, 15(1), 13-43. 
McCann, J., & Selsky, J. W. (1984). Hyperturbulence and the emergence of Type 5 
environments. Academy of Management Review, 9(3), 460-470. 
Meyer, C. B., & Stensaker, I. G. (2006). Developing capacity for change. Journal of 
Change Management, 6(2), 217-231. 
Mintzberg, H. (1991). The effective organization: Forces and forms. Sloan 
Management Review, 32(2), 54-67. 
Mitroff, I. (1998). Smart thinking for crazy times: The art of solving the right 
problems. 
Mitroff, I. I., & Linstone, H. A. (1993). The unbounded mind: Breaking the chains of 
traditional business thinking. New York: Oxford University Press. 
Orlikowski, W. J. (1996). Improvising organizational transformation over time: A 
situated change perspective. Information Systems Research, 7(1), 63-92. 
Osborne, D., & Gaebler, T. (1992). Reinventing government: How the entrepreneurial 
spirit is transforming the public sector. New York: Plume. 
Oxtoby, B., McGuiness, T., & Morgan, R. (2002). Developing organisational change 
capability. European Management Journal, 20(3), 310-320. 
Pablo, A. L., Reay, T., Dewald, J. R., & Casebeer, A. L. (2007). Identifying, Enabling 
and Managing Dynamic Capabilities in the Public Sector. Journal of 
Management Studies, 44(5), 687-708. 
Pascale, R. T. (1999). Leading from a different place: Applying complexity theory to 
tap potential. In J. A. Conger, G. M. Spreitzer & E. E. Lawler III (Eds.), The 
leader's change handbook: An essential guide to setting direction and taking 
action (pp. 195-220). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 
 27
Porras, J. I., & Robertson, P. J. (1992). Organizational Development: Theory, 
practice, and research. In M. D. Dunnette & L. M. Hough (Eds.), Handbook of 
industrial and organizational psychology (2nd. ed., Vol. 3, pp. Chapter 12, 
720-822). Palo Alto, CA: Consulting Psychologists Press. 
Porter, M. E. (1980). Competitive strategy. New York: Free Press. 
Reger, R. K., Gustafson, L. T., Demarie, S. M., & Mullane, J. V. (1994). Reframing 
the organization: Why implementing total quality is easier said than done. 
Academy of Management Review, 19(3), 565-584. 
Schofield, J. (2001). The old ways are the best? The durability and usefulness of 
bureaucracy in public sector management. Organization, 8(1), 77-96. 
Scholes, J., & Vaughan, B. (2002). Cross-boundary working: implications for the 
multiprofessional team. Journal of Clinical Nursing, 11(3), 399. 
Selsky, J. W., Goes, J., & Ouz, N. B. (2007). Contrasting perspectives of strategy 
making: Applications in 'hyper' environments. Organization Studies, 28(1), 
71-94. 
Senge, P. M. (1990). The fifth discipline: The art and practice of the learning 
organization. New York: Doubleday. 
Shapiro, C. (1989). The theory of business strategy. RAND Journal of Economics, 
20(1), 125-137. 
Shimizu, K., & Hitt, M. A. (2004). Strategic flexibility: Organizational preparedness 
to reverse ineffective strategic decisions. The Academy of Management 
Executive, 18(4), 44. 
Siggelkow, N., & Rivkin, J. W. (2005). Speed and Search: Designing Organizations 
for Turbulence and Complexity. Organization Science, 16(2), 101-122. 
Stace, D. A., & Dunphy, D. C. (2001). Beyond the boundaries: Leading and re-
creating the successful enterprise (2nd. ed.). Sydney: McGraw-Hill. 
Stensaker, I., Meyer, C., Falkenberg, J., & Haueng, A.-C. (2001). Excessive change: 
Unintended consequences of strategic change. Academy of Management 
Proceedings, G1-G8. 
Stokes, J., & Clegg, S. R. (2002). Once upon a time in the bureaucracy: Power and 
public sector management. Organization, 9(2), 225-248. 
Tajfel, H., & Turner, J. C. (1979). An integrative theory of intergroup conflict. In W. 
G. Austin & S. Worchel (Eds.), The  social psychology of intergroup relations. 
Monterey, CA: Brooks/Cole. 
Teece, D. J. (1984). Economic analysis and strategic management. California 
Management Review, 26(3), 87-110. 
Teece, D. J. (2007). Explicating dynamic capabilities: The nature and 
microfoundations of (sustainable) enterprise performance. Strategic 
Management Journal, 28(13), 1319-1350. 
Teece, D. J., Pisano, G. P., & Shuen, A. (1997). Dynamic capabilities and strategic 
management. Strategic Management Journal, 18(7), 509-533. 
Thompson, J. R. (1999). Devising administrative reform that works: The example of 
the reinvention lab program. Public Administration Review, 59(4), 283-292. 
Turner, J. C., & Giles, H. (Eds.). (1981). Intergroup behaviour. Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell. 
Tushman, M. L., & O Reilly, C. A. I. (1996). Ambidextrous organizations: Managing 
evolutionary and revolutionary change. California Management Review, 
38(4), 8-30. 
 28
 29
Wanous, J. P., Reichers, A. E., & Austin, J. T. (2000). Cynicism about organizational 
change: Measurment, antecedents, and correlates. Group & Organization 
Management, 25(2), 132-153. 
Weick, K. E. (2000). Emergent change as a universal in organizations. In M. Beer & 
N. Nohria (Eds.), Breaking the code of change (pp. 223-242). Boston: Harvard 
Business School Press. 
Worley, C. G., & Lawler III, E. E. (2006). Designing organizations that are built to 
change. Sloan Management Review, 48(1), 19-23. 
Zell, D. (2003). Organizational change as a process of death, dying, and rebirth. The 
Journal of Applied Behavioral Science, 39(1), 73-96. 
 
 
